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An introduction to assessment offers a clearly written, broad overview of assessment that 
considers current trends and possible future progressions. The book provides a multifaceted 
overview of assessment positioned within its social, historical, political and international 
contexts. The book is clearly written in a style that would be accessible to a range of potential 
readers from undergraduate students to educational professionals and policy writers. Broadfoot 
analyses the place of assessment within the educational arena and guides readers to an 
understanding of why assessment is now playing such a crucial role in the teaching/learning 
process. By questioning the logic of current modes of assessment to meet societal needs in the 
twenty-first century, and the problematic nature of complacency with current modes of practice, 
Broadfoot paves the way for the refocus of assessment that directly relates to improvement in 
learning outcomes for students. 
The theme that permeates this book is that of purpose which is explored in terms of its historical 
context and future needs, and at systemic, school, teacher and student levels. The importance of 
assessment in contemporary educational practices is highlighted throughout each chapter, with 
the reader being challenged to examine the outcomes of assessment practices, and the use to 
which this knowledge has been put. The book lays the foundations for assessment that responds 
to the changing needs of society, but most importantly, provides practical suggestions for 
assessment practices and principles to support learning. 
The book is divided into five parts: understanding assessment, assessment in its social context, 
assessment as a policy tool, assessment for learning, and the way ahead. The first section 
introduces assessment concepts and defines key terms so that a common vocabulary to discuss 
assessment is established. With examples primarily drawn from the UK context, it is important 
that common understanding and usage of terms is established for international readers. Within 
this chapter, the who, what, when, why and how of assessment is considered. Of particular 
interest is the brief discussion of the purposes for assessment as these have been identified by 
different authors over the last fifty years (p. 6). Broadfoot offers her own list derived from a 
sociological perspective which involves assessment for competence, competition, content and 
control. This discussion leads to the distinction being made between assessment for curriculum, 
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and assessment for communication, a concept that is returned to throughout the book and dealt 
with again in the final chapter. 
Part two contextualizes assessment within society from historical, international and 
contemporary perspectives. The advent of mass education over the last one and half centuries, 
and the use of assessment for selection and certification have continued to influence how 
assessment is viewed and used today. This section offers an important insight as societal needs 
change and questions are raised about the sort of curriculum and assessment practices that will 
best enable our children to move into a technologised world. Broadfoot states that we need ‘to 
make the familiar strange; to question the accepted merits of tests and examinations and other 
forms of assessment’ (p. 24). This section also introduces another sub-theme of this book which 
is the emotional factor of assessment (of the individual being assessed and of the assessor). This 
factor is established as important in any analysis of assessment practices. Educational 
measurement is described as a myth as it attempts to legitimise evaluative practices which in any 
situation are never free from human factors. Broadfoot argues that this blind faith in historically 
entrenched assessment practices has lead to an inability to see the potential of assessment to 
promote learning. The perceived legitimacy of such assessment is charged with leading to the 
many ailments of contemporary education systems. It is claimed that an obsession with 
summative assessments has resulted in the avoidance of innovative teaching practices, and the 
failure to ensure that students acquire the capabilities considered necessary for success in 
contemporary society. Clearly, new kinds of assessment tools are required that mirror the skills 
demanded within changing social and economic demands of the twenty-first century. This shift 
requires that assessment focuses on supporting learning rather than assessment for selection. 
Part three narrows the gaze from the historical and current dilemmas and challenges of 
assessment to the policy context. Chapters in this section focus on the evolution of the quality 
agenda, the use of indicators and league tables, and the systemic assessment and appraisal of 
schools and teachers. In an increasingly assessment-driven society, the requirement to monitor 
the quality and the effectiveness of programmes is commonplace. Broadfoot again reminds 
readers that as evaluation of all forms increase for many groups, and become ‘high stakes’ that 
‘fitness for purpose’ should not be forgotten. Claims that the evaluative gaze on the quality of 
education is both objective and neutral are exposed as never free from subjectivity. For instance, 
Broadfoot reminds that when comparing the quality of schools, the ‘raw material with which the 
school has to work’ (p. 65) must also be considered. Unfortunately, consequences of an 
evaluative gaze that focuses on outputs can be seen in highly reported incidents of teachers 
‘teaching to the test’ and a narrowing of the curriculum. The need to critically examine the 
unquestioned acceptance of these forms of assessment to affect improved performance of 
systems, schools, teachers and students is highlighted. Significantly, real opportunities to 
improve performance through self-evaluation are being missed. 
Part four of the book is perhaps the section of most interest to educators as it focuses on the role 
of assessment to improve student learning and provides practical examples for a variety of 
3 
 
educational settings. Highlighted in this section is the significance of the affective domain in the 
teaching/learning process. Attitudes and perceptions of the learner ultimately affect the quality of 
learner engagement, and assessment is intricately connected in this process. For learning to 
occur, the cognitive and the affective domains need to be engaged. In chapter 10, the powerful 
role that assessment can play in improving learning is addressed with reference to current 
research findings. Principles for using assessment to improve learning are clearly articulated, 
providing a starting place for educators and policy makers at all levels of education. The 
importance of empowering students to play an active role in the assessment process is 
emphasized and possible strategies to meet these goals described. However, Broadfoot does not 
propose a utopian view of these practices; challenges are also addressed and acknowledged. 
The final section of this book addresses the challenge of meeting systemic accountability 
requirements while prioritizing assessment as a means to support student learning. Broadfoot 
suggests some principles for effective assessment practice and recommends ways to move 
forward. The potential of e-assessment is analysed within the realization that whatever form of 
assessment is employed, students need to be motivated to engage in the learning process. 
Politicization and the use of assessment as a rationing device are identified as two major 
stumbling blocks to progression. Changing historically trusted and known assessment models is 
a difficult policy move. Suggesting another process for selection of students as they progress 
through the education system seems inconceivable. However, Broadfoot continues to the very 
last paragraph to stress the reasons why this system is no longer adequate for schools in the 
twenty-first century and to make suggestions for better methods and a new way of viewing 
assessment so that enhanced learning become the focus. 
The strength of this book lies in the breath of topics that are covered, and the convergence of 
each of these aspects into a meaningful and clear contextual positioning of assessment. 
Assessment practice is considered at the policy, school and classroom level and the weaving of 
each layer of this puzzle is insightful. Although some sections receive only scant coverage, 
readers wished to explore an idea further are directed to key references and useful websites at the 
end of each chapter. One of the attractive features of this book is that is does provide an easy to 
read, panorama of assessment practice as it has evolved in education and a glimpse to the future. 
This is a timely publication as educators and policy makers come to recognize the important 
place of assessment within all phases of the teaching/learning process. 
 
 
